I Survived The Black Plague 


By Audrey Matera 


Prologue 


A scream lets out of me as I fall to the dirt ground, my ankle letting out an unnatural 
sound. The layers of my dress hinder my movement and the cans filling my bag dig into my side. 
I glance around, noticing everything: a patch of blueberries that have begun to turn sour, to the 
glowing eyes of a wolf ready to pounce should I show weakness past what I have already let out. 
I brandish my knife fiercely, a quiver running down my forearm. A drop of blood drips on the 
forest floor and I swear I can see the wolf’s nose twitch. I grimace as I hoist myself to my feet. 
Come on Audrey, think. What do you have to do next? I bellow as I have often seen in books, 
spreading my arms wide and menacingly as I step forward. The wolf bounds away and I allow 
myself a moment to breathe. I have to find civilization, right? That offers food and shelter, but 
what about the plague. Was it really worth risking getting infected? I had food to last for a bit 
and the means to acquire more, but as for water and shelter that would be a struggle. I start to 
trudge forward toward the distant sounds of a road or at least a single carriage. Travel these days 
was scarce and far between. Most likely this was a plague doctor on its way to another town that 


was in desperate need of help that no one could provide. 


The year was 1656. I didn’t know where I was and what I was getting myself into, all I knew was 


that I had to get myself to Ferarra. 


Chapter One 


I step into the city of Genoa and immediately know that something is wrong. There isn’t 
anyone in sight, most of the windows and even some doors have boards covering them and nails 
sticking through. I take a deep breath and keep walking. I needed to find somewhere to stay for 
the night before I get arrested. I knock on the first door, it appears to be what used to be an 
Osteria but has been unused for the past couple months. Cobwebs have taken over all the corners 
and a dead rat fills the entire space surrounding the Osteria with a nauseous smell. I have to hold 
in my throw up. I knock on the door, first once lightly and the second time with a lot more force. 
I can hear the sounds echoing from within but no one answers. I take a deep breath and evaluate 
my surroundings, grabbing a rock- I don’t allow myself to contemplate if this is a smart idea. 
The glass shatters spraying everywhere, I duck but it’s too late. I lift a finger to my cheek and 
curse under my breath. Blood is already starting to well up on a thin long slice that has pierced 
the left side of my face. Just what I needed: a loud noise, swollen ankle, and a bleeding face. I 
sneak my hand inside the window and twist it around to open the door. I have to fumble a bit but 
then the door swings forward. I hurry inside hoping that no one deemed the noise to be anything 
out of the ordinary. 

“Hello? Is anyone here? I didn’t mean to startle you, I just needed a place to stay.” My voice 
carries throughout the room and echoes back at me. 

Most likely the owners of the Osteria (what us Americans call a bar) had a place to live 


along with the restaurant and had gone to such a place when the Black Plague had swept across 


Italy’s shores once more. I let out a sigh of relief, hopping over the counter and have to restrain a 
squeal of delight when I noticed that there were unopened bottles of liquor. Which appeals to me 
in a different way than it would to most. Liquor when there are no other options acts as a great 
sleeping pill and can subdue the pain that is throbbing through my right ankle. I glance down at it 
again and see that the swelling has relaxed a little bit but that it is also a nasty shade of 
blue-purple. I rip a piece of my apron and tie it around my ankle, the best form of compression I 
can offer at the moment. I throw my bag over my shoulder, it slams onto the counter harsher than 
I was expecting. 

I need to think. 

I had been here a little over a day and I was already growing tired of the lack of devices 
to communicate despite the lock down. I remember not so long ago when a similar one had taken 
over the world. Except not even then had I felt so isolated. 

Outside the sounds of hooves clopping against the cobblestone ring out, a knock bangs on 
the door and I gasp. Had someone heard me and gone to call for the patrol. 

“Is anyone in there?” A gruff voice shouts, “We’re making our rounds to check for the infected. 
We have a small food parcel if you like? It will only be 5 lira.” 

I take a deep breath, it would be good to get some food in me but I had yet to exchange my pearl 
necklace for money and that would be a long discussion itself. For I doubt it was extremely 
common for a person looking the likes of me to have such luxury. 

“T’m here, not infected and well. I am in no need of food, but you say you stop by every day?” I 
have raised my voice just slightly to sound the appearance of a posh well off lady. Surely the 


richer you were the better you were treated back then? 


“That's for the best, food is scarce and far between at the moment. Rumor is that the town will be 
open in less than a fortnight. Keep an ear on your door about that. A physician lives just round 
the corner should you need to call for assistance.” 

I wait and hear the horse move away once more. Thank goodness, although it was good to know 
that a medical professional was so close nonetheless. 

I swing myself over the counter, there has got to be a stove or oven somewhere in this 
place. My ankle’s pain is getting worse, and I know I will have to rest before continuing. I open 
the bag and pull out a can of chicken. Rummaging through the cabinets I notice an odor. My 
stomach sickens, that was not a good sign. I look around trying to find the source. Nothing, it 
must be coming from the second floor, the stairs twisting around a large fireplace filled with old 
mostly burnt out pieces of wood. 

I make my way up the stairs and evaluate my surroundings trying to keep a level face. In 
the corner rests a baby carriage, in the bed there lies a body, still as a statue. I gag and run back 
down stairs not ready to face the horror that awaits me. I needed to do something. I couldn’t let 
them just lie there, but what choice did I have. I had no idea if you could contract the plague 
from being in contact with bodies that had had it. 

And the child, the baby, that had been robbed of life before it had even started to live it. 
How was that fair, how was that just. I hurl, directly at the fireplace and collapse to the floor 
weeping. I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for any of this. How could the world be so cruel? 
That’s when I hear the noise. 

“Help.” 
Or at least that’s what I think she said. The word comes out all at once and with force, I shake. I 


almost could hear the pain it took them to make that one sound. I run to my bag and yank out the 


composito and vinegar. Maybe this could help... or perhaps it was too late for anything except 
comfort. Something I couldn’t risk. I rip another piece of my apron around my mouth and nose. 
If I was to go in there I needed to be careful. I couldn’t risk dying just trying to be with someone 
that was already gone. I had to be practical. 

I step back into the room. The large nodes clustering around the body’s neck hide their features, 
but their long brown hair still has a faint sheen. So it was a girl, probably the mother to the baby 
which I couldn’t bear to look at. 

“T’m here,” I stand a couple feet away from the bed and look over. “I’m sorry for breaking into 
your house, I didn’t realize anyone was here. Is there anything I can do to help you?” 

Her head moves side to side, I realize that she is shaking it as a no. Her hand moves toward 
mine, but I don’t move, she has to realize how dangerous it is. A long finger extends to the 
corner. She’s pointing not reaching for me. She’s pointing at a woven basket in the corner. I hurry 
over, wondering what she might want, what must be in her last moments. I open it and then drop 
the lid back in shock. A shiny pistol lay in the center, she couldn’t mean she wanted me to end 
her. I turn back around and look, her head moves forward once. Strong and sure. 

I pick it up. My brain whirring, she must be in so much pain. I should listen to what she 
wants, but how could I ever forget what I’ve done. Ever forgive myself for it. She’s been through 
so much and deserves to go how she wants. But why, but why does it have to be that way? 

I check that the gun is loaded, and move closer. Pressing the cold of the gun against her forehead. 
In between her two eyebrows. 

This was the right thing to do, I had to keep telling myself that. My finger twitches, I take 

a deep breath, and look into her eyes. She bows her head forward once more, and closes her eyes 


for the last time. 


I blow out my breath and release the bullet. 


The gun clatters to the floor. 

I just shot her, she’s gone. Forever. I have and just used my ability to permanently remove 
someone from this planet. I had to get out of this room, I had to get away from this stench, and 
the baby. The baby who I couldn’t help the same way I helped the woman. Who I couldn’t help 
at all. 

I needed to focus on what was ahead of me. I needed to eat. The can is still sitting on the 
counter exactly where I left it. I pop off the cap and open it. I rummage through one of the 
cabinets till I find a fork and plate in decent condition. I dump out the contents of the can and sit 


down in a dark red armchair. 


I would spend the night here and then would get on the road. Hopefully the soldier would 
stop by again before I left so I could ask him to direct me in the way of a horse or carriage. There 
was no way I was going to walk all the way to Ferrara. My feet were killing me and I had only 
probably walked a couple of miles and my feet were killing me. Old fashioned shoes were not 


for me. I lay my head back, that was a worry for a different day. 


Chapter Two 


My shoulders are starting to hurt from the constant bouncing of the horse. I stretch my 
shoulders backwards and then lean forward once more. The soldier had indeed been very helpful 
in showing me the way to go and even offering me a couple lira to pay for the steed. The sun has 
already started to set on yet another day in this horrid time period and I have only seen ten 
people, one family and a few doctors on their way to yet another town desperate for help. 

I’ve had to severely ration my food and only had a piece of beef jerky so far. 

Until I get to a place to spend the night that was all I would be eating. 

I had been getting weird looks all day, a woman on a horse an uncommon sight in this decade. 
When my father explained what would happen to me I hadn’t understood. What did he mean our 
family had a special gift? He had helped me pack and gather clothes for the journey, but the rest 
he said was up to me. 

My Italian was rusty and my confusion surmounted as the day drew closer. I don’t think I 
ever really believed that it would happen until I was here. My dad has never even told me where 


he went when the same thing happened to him. 


I’m slowly starting to slow down, I look at my horse and realize that I’ve been pushing 
her past exhaustion. I would have to find a place to stay soon unless I wanted to spend a night in 
the wild. Hopefully a small town where I could find a doctor to look at my ankle as it hadn’t 
been growing better and a place to exchange my necklace for some lira and food. I touch my cut 


on my face, it stings, I flinch almost falling off Penelope. I had almost forgotten how I had sliced 


myself entering the Osteria. Not even bothering to treat it, the death of that woman over 
shadowing anything else. I still felt like I could feel her blood on my hands. 

I yawn and my eyes start to fall close to, we had to stop. I look to my left and notice a 
sign for a small town only a mile out of my way. That would do, and with such a small town 
hopefully that would protect me from the plague. I was still watching out to make sure I didn’t 


start showing any symptoms after my encounter with the woman. 


The town shows small signs of life, a couple people milling around a market and a man 
standing by a shoe shine stand. Everyone keeps spread apart and there is a tense air surrounding 
everything; I try to let it slide off my shoulders. At least it was civilization, that empty road had 
been lonesome enough. As for a place to stay that would surely come. A little farther down the 
road there is a sign that says room for rent. I jump down from Penelope, my skirts blooming up 
in a cloud before settling down. I keep forgetting that I have to be ladylike, and it would not be 
fit for me to show my legs. Oh the scandal it would be. I motion for Penelope to wait here 
(hoping she’ll listen) and make my way inside. A stout Italian man stands behind an old counter, 
his face covered by an old piece of cloth that was once white but now is light yellow. I smile at 
him, and his eyes twinkle so I assume he is returning the gesture. I look at the sign which 
announces they have three rooms, two singles and one with a king size bed. Any of them would 
be more than enough space for me. 

“TPI take a single bedroom, do you have somewhere my horse could spend the night? He is 
waiting outside.” I gesture vaguely at the door. 
“Yes, yes my son Nico will be down shortly to grab him. My name is Antonio by the way.” He 


rings a small gold bell that sits to his right side, “Nico! We have a guest.” 


“Thank you so much, and what do you require for payment?” I worrily cling onto the pearl 
necklace praying he will not ask many questions. 
“Well, what do you have to offer, dear?” His eyes look at me, noticing the ripped cloth of my 
dress and the limp that I walk with now. 
“T have this necklace...” I search for a reasonable defense, “It was my mother’s. That is before 
she passed.” I shake my voice to add believability to the story, I open my hand and bring it 
forward to show him. 
“Ah but that is too much! Perhaps you could slide off one of the pearls? That would more than 
suffice. You could stay as long as you like. That is if the plague does not grow to be a bigger 
threat in this town.” His eyebrows crease, “A couple months ago was unbearable we lost over a 
third of our town. We’re too small as it is.” He shakes his head, the smile looking back. “And 
look! There is my beloved son Nico.” 

I glance behind me, surprised, a boy has just emerged from around the corner. He too has 
a cloth covering his mouth, his is of a darker material. A faded black that brings out his eyes. He 
nods his head to me but doesn’t speak, instead moving outside. The man frowns but goes back to 
writing on a piece of paper he has pulled out for a small drawer in his counter. His hand moves 
briskly and I strain my eyes to see what he is writing. His hand moves deftly in a neat scrawl, a 
room number and information on how to get food. 
“Here, feel free to ask any questions you may have.” He slides the paper across the desk and 
points toward a door down the hall with the number four clearly labeled front and center. 
Nico places my bag next to my door, tipping his head to me politely. I flush. He had to be my 
age, only a year or two older than me at most. I glance once more at the door and notice 


Penelope is not there anymore, most likely they have a stable in the back where she was placed. I 


smile, now I could finally relax if only for a moment, and look over the piece of paper that my 
Father had handed me before I left. With no explanation, and barely enough time to even read 
what it said. I had been too distracted the night before for even the thought to have crossed my 
mind. 

I push my door open and briefly make eye contact with Nico before swinging the door 
shut. I stand there pressed against the door, bewildered out of my mind. How had my world 
come to such a place where I was 500 years in the past and trying to describe one of the deadliest 
plagues of all time. I was so unequipped for this, I needed to talk to people in order to survive but 


every encounter risked my life. 


Now for the paper, my hands fumble through my bag. I was too tired to bother pulling 
everything out and having to deal with placing everything back in. Finally the familiar crinkle of 
old paper rubbed against my hand. I remember distinctly receiving the paper, and suddenly I’m 


back there. 


The walls are covered with jots and writing, dates and random facts. It was the same room that 
every single one of my ancestors had come to before they left. It was the same room that I would 
come back to after my journey if everything went as planned. My hands were pressed against my 
temples desperately whirring through everything I was bringing. Everything that I should be 
bringing. My father stepped inside, looking deeply at me. 

“You're stressed, but that’s normal. I had the same jitters before I left too. Mind you I wasn t 
going into a plague zone but you'll be okay.” His hand pressed down on mine, which has started 


to shake. “Take a deep breath and trust yourself, you’re more than competent.” 


When his hand releases from mine theres a piece of paper lying there. 

“What- what is this?” My voice quivers, I was going to be shot from this world seconds from 
now. 

“A note, it has been passed from relative to relative for generations. It will guide you as you go 
along, hopefully it will help you as it helped me. Even if the words dont help you right at the 
beginning, they will help just give it time.” 

Thad stared at it then, uncomprehending but scared to my wits end about what was going to 


happen to me. Practically frozen but knowing that soon enough I would be in a completely 


different place. 


I shake my head, snapping back to reality. I much preferred before, when my only worry 
was what was going to happen, not just making it to the next hour let alone the next day. I peel 


open the note and am a bit disappointed when there are only two words. 


Edward Ricci 


What was that even supposed to mean? When I got to Ferarra was I supposed to look for 
someone named Edward Ricci? Or was someone named Edward Ricci going to be the downfall 
of me? Both of those possibilities were such polar opposites, that there was no way I could act in 
a way that could satisfy both options. My breath is starting to get heavier and I realize that I’m 
hyperventilating. Shit, I needed to calm down. I used to get panic attacks only a little over a year 
ago and over stupid stuff too. Hard tests, drama with friends, break ups. It was a miracle that I 


hadn’t gotten one during this “trip” so far. 


I twist a hair tie in circles, knotting and unknotting it over and over again. I slowly begin 
to calm down. Everything was going to be fine, I would deal with the Edward Ricci name when I 
came to it and until then I would keep on doing what I was doing... surviving. Tomorrow I 
would have to head out no later than 11 o’clock to get some good headway, another one of my 
requirements was that I get there in under six days time. Easy enough, right? Except I had 
already wasted two of those days covering nowhere near enough ground to stay on schedule. 
Tonight I would go and meet with Nico... and whatever the guy at the front’s name was as I 
couldn’t recall. Hopefully they would be able to share some of their meal and knowledge on how 
neighboring towns were doing. By any luck I would be halfway to Ferarra by sunset tomorrow 
and much better stocked on food. 

Besides, this break would be good for Penelope. I had seen the enclosure she had been 
forced to suffer through in Genoa. I bet anything else would be a welcome pause/Vvacation at this 
point. I should try to go into town, get a feel for what towns would be safe to stop at to spend the 
night tomorrow. Plus I would need to pick up some food, no matter what this inn would be able 
to provide me it wouldn’t be enough. Perhaps I could get Nico to show me the good shops and 
places to pick up equipment. When I started this journey I hadn’t thought about feeding Penelope 
and now that I had her I realized that she must be starving. I could spare some beef jerky, but I 


didn’t know if that would be good for her nor whether or not she would like it. 


Chapter Three 


Nico and I have been riding for little over ten minutes and already the silence is getting 
awkward. He accepted cordially to go with me and even lent me an extra pair of reins since the 
previous ones I had been given were stretching thin. Penelope neighed at me when I went to get 
on her, but I promised her a juicy apple once we reached the market. I lean forward pressing my 
hand against her ear, coaxing. Nico’s horse Hunter was a broad steed who was quickly 
outstepping her. 

“Have you and your father-” I trail off trying to remember the name of this town, “here your 
whole life?” I finish weakly.” 

He laughs, it’s the first time he’s smiled since I’ve met him, “The town is called La 
Spezia and yeah we have. It was my mother’s family’s home and we keep it running in her 
memory.” His face turns down slightly, but I can tell that the grief is old. 

She most likely died when he was a child and he has since been able to overcome the 
hurt, or perhaps he’s just good at hiding his emotions. He seems to have been doing this 
throughout the horse ride at least. 

“Ts that what you’ve always wanted to do, run the inn I mean?” I pry, curious. 

In 2024 that was not as common of a thing, a family business let alone running your own 
inn/hotel. Both my parents were lawyers, but they didn’t own their own place so it was not as if I 
could follow their footsteps, not that I was opposed. I just didn’t know. How could someone 


know exactly what they wanted to do for the rest of their lives? I could never. 


“T’ve never really had the chance to think about doing anything. I’ve been helping out there since 
I was little and my father is too old to even think about doing it alone.” His face darkens, 
“Besides it’s none of your business.” His voice is curt and has changed drastically since a few 
seconds. 

I lift my hands up in surrender, surprised. For a second it seemed like we were 
connecting, or at the very least talking. We continue in silence for a couple more seconds before 
he speaks again. 

“I never really talk much about my life or anything. It’s always just been my dad and I, and he’s 
not really the pondering type.” He shakes his head and lets out a falsetto sort of laugh. 

Oh god when had this gotten so awkward. The whole point of the conversation was to loosen the 
tension, not deepen it. I wish I had some story to share with him that would build a connection, I 
guess. That was a weird way of putting it, but life in the 21st century was so different and I 
didn’t want to risk giving myself away as being from a different time period. 

“T get that, you could always talk to me if you need someone.” I was inwardly screaming. 

I was his customer, not his therapist. Why the hell would he want to talk to me about anything 
going on in his life. He didn’t know who I was or if he could trust me. “My name’s Audrey, by 
the way.” At least he would know that about me. 

“Nico, although I guess my dad already told you that.” His eyebrows crease. “We should be 
almost there, just around the bend.” 

I nod and slowly the tops of the houses and shops that start to pop up. Colorful flowers 
decorate some homes, and a sign that says welcome to La Spezia is projected on a big white 


wood sign. The paint is slightly chipped and shows signs of fatigue. 


“Woah, there.” Nico shouts, his horse's legs have reared up and cause him to fly four feet to the 
right landing in a particularly wet piece of mud. “Great.” He says lifting his hand which is 
drenched in mud up. “Exactly what I needed.” 

I yank Penelope’s reins back and jump off, sparing a moment to twist the two horses' 
reins together to prevent them from running toward him. I was doing my best to suppress a grin 
from appearing on my face. It was such a bizarre, silly thing to happen to someone who was 
trying so hard to be quiet and “brooding”. I stretch forward my hand to help him up knowing 
instinctively that he’s not going to take it. I sense that he is very opposed to accepting help from 
others. 

“T’m fine.” The words are icy cold. 

He stands and starts to shake off the mud that has thickly coated all of his clothes. It flies 
everywhere including on my dress. I take a step back realizing that the end of my attire has 
begun to drag. 

“As you wish.” I bow my head, again reminding myself the difference between the generation I 
was born in and the generation I am in. 

Women were seen as weaker and I imagine that receiving help from them would’ve been 
frowned upon. His clothes remain stained but he has managed to wipe off most of the major 
clumps. There was not much he could do about it till we got back to the Inn and we weren’t 
going to do that till I got my supplies and information. 

“T’m sorry, despite his large strong appearance- Hunter is a bit of a softy. He must’ve seen a 
squirrel run across his path, it happens more often than it should. Although I’m usually able to 
hold on better.” He runs his fingers through his hair, “I have to admit, it’s... well it’s quite 


embarrassing. Sorry I reacted so harshly.” 


He pulls off his jacket and begins to unbutton his white collared shirt which is no longer 
such a white color. His pants and shoes are another story that I pretend not to notice. 
“You're okay, annoying thing to happen.” I laugh. 

After a minute more of dusting he hopes back on his horse and we continue with the last 
few minutes of the journey before we reach the town. 

“Where did you say you were from?” He asks with a light tone (the lightest I have ever heard 
him use). 

Interesting question, where was I from? I was from San Diego, California. A state that 
did not exist yet, let alone the city. That was an answer I could not say, it would trigger the 
asking of too many questions and require an explanation I didn’t know how to give. I think 
desperately, trying to find a reasonable explanation. It wouldn’t exactly work to be cold 
considering how open I had been trying to be. Which let me.... 

“T’m from a small part on the outside of Naples, I left when the plague got bad. Most people 
were so trapped in their own hopes of it getting better, or were already forced to stay inside- I 
made the journey alone.” 

That made sense right? And hopefully didn’t leave space for a whole lot of follow up 
questions. The more things I told him about myself the more space it left for holes to be put 
through my story. 

“T’m sorry to hear that, and here we are.” He points to around ten shops each with a lone vendor 
standing by their stall. A few people walk around giving each other wide births. 
“My father asked me to pick up some eggs, paper, and a new coat if there’s one to find. The 


plague has been affecting all the sheep, most of them died off hence, no wool. What were you 


looking to get?” His voice cracks on the last word and I have to suppress a smile from escaping 
the corners of my lips. 

“I need to get some more food that can last for long periods of time in both the heat and the cold. 
Plus a new dress wouldn’t hurt too much if there’s one to be spared.” I glance down at the 
abysmal condition my dress is in. 

Mud streaks the lining adding a pattern of its own. There’s several rip marks in the 
stitching from where I grabbed pieces of clothing to support my ankle, which is still throbbing 
and to make matters worse I’m sure that if I looked in a mirror my face would resemble my 
dress. I can already feel the bird's nest of knots weighing down my head. 

“Yeah, that seems like a good idea,” Nico says wryly. 
“Hey! You’re one to talk.” 

He was still the one covered in mud. The first vendor we encounter has a small basket of 
apples and pears that look like they’ve been sitting there for one to many days and a variety of 
different vegetables. He grins at us revealing a yellow toothy smile despite the fact that he has 
half the normal amount of teeth. I try to smile back while Nico verges on being disdainful. 
“Hello, you youngin. What can I interest you in today?? We got apples for ten lira and the rest of 
the prices depend on how I’m feeling.” His eyelid twitches at me, in what I suppose you could 
call a wink. 

“Damien, you know that’s unfair. I’ve dealt with you a thousand times and you’ve never asked 


for a price so high,” Nico almost snarls. “Now tell me where Marcus has gone. I need some 


eggs.” 


“As you wish. Marcus has gone off to a town just northeast of here. A couple days' journey he 
mentioned, said they were dealing with the plague much better there than here. Only question is 
if they'll let him in, if not he’s stranded. It is what it is.” Damien shrugs. 

By this point the first conversation on what used to be a main “strip” has caused most of 
the vendors to listen in. A few are starting to move forward. 

“Who is going to be supplying eggs and wool then?” Nico asks, crossing his arms, clearly 
frustrated. 
“Tam.” A stout woman with a hooked nose steps forward. 

She has dark brown eyes that border on black, long lashes, olive skin, and hair that looks 
like it’s missed a few washes. Her clothes though ooze of wealth, a long blue dress with intricate 
lacing and a matching diamond earring and necklace set. Likely traded with someone while she 
was selling, looks like the other person lost the deal. 

“Prices have gone up since last week though.” She raises an eyebrow, “Can you still afford?” 
“T guess we’ll see.” I can see the lines of worry starting to cross his eyebrows. 

Not everyone in 17th century Italy is as nice as his father and the clear stress of having to 
provide for the two of them under a small budget is obviously getting to him. I walk over with 
him and decide that if the price rises too high, I’ll pay despite my limited budget. I can tell that 
his need is greater than mine and besides the eggs were most likely going to be used on food for 
the three of us. 

“What is it that you’re looking for?” The stout woman stretches her arms out at a spiraling pile of 
food. It is definitely bigger than the last man’s. Three cartons of eggs, several jugs of milk, a 
stack of five jackets, a basket of bright red apples and even a slab of meat. Looks like steak to 


me, but I couldn’t be sure. 


“Pll take the jacket, six eggs and the lady here-” He cuts off, letting me finish. 
“TIl take three apples and do you have a suitable dress for me?” I look hopefully, she looks like a 
woman who always has a second outfit at hand. 

She looks me up and down, obviously marking up measurements in her head. I do the 
same to her, we were most definitely not the same size. One of her dresses would probably fall to 
my knees and balloon around me, but I could sew something. Except... it was probably 
“treasonous” for a woman to have her legs out in public. 

“I can adjust one by midday tomorrow if you’ll still be around? As for everything, prices will be 
high. I should have said I don’t deal in money. I deal in beauty and practicality much better than 

the scarce lira most people seem to be able to spare anymore. If you don’t have anything to offer, 
keep moving, you’ ll scare the customers.” 

As I suspected, she is a woman that knows what she wants and knows how she’s gonna 
get it. I had the necklace I could offer but was she really someone who would be content with a 
singular pearl? I couldn’t reveal how many I had, I would have to find a moment to take a single 
one off the chain without her noticing. 

I pull out the necklace and look down. The chain loose as one pearl had already been slid 
off. She was greedy and she would ask for a lot, surely three pearls would suffice? I go to stretch 
out my hand holding the three pearls when Nico begins opening a satchel that I hadn’t noticed 
before. He pulls out a gorgeous scarf with intricate sewing and beading. 

“Will this work?” His hand extends showing off the design. 
I notice her eyes light up with delight, she likes it. Her grubby hands reach out to take it and he 
pulls back. 


“Not so fast, do we have a deal?” 


She raises her eyebrow, “You can buy the food with that, but for the dress you’re going to 
have to give me much much more.” She glances over at me, apprised by clothes and state of hair. 
I slip a pearl into my pocket and hold forward two. Her eyes immediately drop and her hand 
shakes in excitement. 

“Are those real??” Her voice is squeakier than I have ever heard it. 
“Yes, they used to be my mother’s before she passed. You can have them if you have my dress 
ready by midday tomorrow at the latest. I will stop by at that time and pick it up before I leave. It 


has to be ready, if it’s not you don’t get paid. Do you understand?” Her head nods erratically. 


Our money for the food is handed over and she passes the food over in a straw basket. I 
promise to come back tomorrow and she takes quick precise measurements. Back we head, my 
eyes carrying the heavy weight of a long day's journey. We can’t get to the inn fast enough. I'll 


figure out my next steps later. As for today, I needed rest. 


Chapter Four 


The next morning I wake early and pull up a map of the northern countryside of Italy. If I 


traveled fast and kept going there was a chance I could make it Ferarra by tonight. My father had 


warned me that the road I would have to take used to be dangerous, but Penelope would guide 
me and going at such a fast speed I would surely be fine. 

When I step out of my room the next morning, I walk into the main common space, my 
foot squeaking on a loose wooden board. I glance over and notice Antonio over a stove that is in 
the connecting room, a small kitchen it looks like. An egg sears on it and I recognize the carton 
to be the ones that we bought yesterday. The fumes fill the room and my stomach growls, OUT 
LOUD. I cover my hands with my face bother Antonio and Nico who had been reading a paper 
on the couch look up at me. 

“Hungry?” Antonio lifts the spatula in my direction, Nico lets out a smile. 

“You could say so.” I sit down at a small wooden table in a corner across the room from Nico. 
“Coming right up, do you think you will be staying another night with us or are you heading on 
your way?” He raises a quizzical eyebrow at me. 

“I should be going, Ill eat breakfast and stop by town but besides that I’ll be out of your hair.” 
He slides a platter of scrambled eggs onto the counter, followed by three thin slices of bread and 
a small glass shaker of salt. Nico rises and pulls out a chair to his left. He shovels a third of the 
eggs onto his plate and begins to eat without saying a word. 

“Please help yourself,” Antonia waves graciously toward the large platters of food. “What is ours 
is yours.” 

I nod and begin to eat as well. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, where do you intend to go after here? You must have a final 
destination, a young lady like yourself really mustn't be traveling alone.” Nico glances up when 


his father says this but doesn’t say anything to add. 


“Ferarra, my mother used to tell me stories of this town where they were so good at keeping out 
the plague, a place that lived in almost normality.” My voice grows wistful without me even 
realizing it. “So that’s where I'll be going, to go see this place of her stories. To see if it really 
does exist.” 
“That’s quite smart of you, you’ll have to come back one day and tell us if this place really did 
exist. Good news, or good news to look forward to is a welcome thought. And as for this stop in 
town to pick up the dress as I think Nico mentioned, you’Il let him come with you?” 

I glance at Nico, as I expected this to be parting, trying to gauge his reaction to this. Was 
this something that he had already discussed with his father, or was he as surprised about this as I 
was. His face remains the same, so they had been planning for this, which meant he was okay 
with it. Was that what I wanted though? The protection would be nice, but it would also slow me 
down and the sooner I was finished with this business the better. I wanted nothing more than to 
return to my dad, to my warm bed, and take a nice long sleep. 
“As long as it’s not a bother? I'll be leaving straight after that,” I say lightly. 
“No, not a bother. I’1l make sure that new women don't scam you out of your dress or more of 
your pearls; which are dangerous items to have I might add, especially traveling alone.” 


So it’s a plan then, I suppose. 


Later that day I picked up my dress without a problem and no more incidents of falling 
off the horse for the two of us. I bid my goodbyes to the two of them knowing that I will never 


see them again despite my promises to visit and regale them with my stories of a prosperous 


Ferarra. I slipped on my dress in a hurry but not fast enough that I didn’t notice how it clung to 
all the right places and made the color of my eyes pop. It spread easily over Penelope and it was 
like that that I began my journey once more. Hoping to arrive at Ferarra before nightfall, and as 
the sun was setting later and later into the night it was entirely possible. 

The road is deserted and constantly making me jump. Every snap I hear I think is a wolf 
or another predator coming to get me, every crunch I swear is someone watching waiting to stop 
me in my tracks. I know it’s insensible but I can’t help it, just like I can’t help the quiver in my 
voice every time I have to give Penelope a command. I have to get myself under control, even 
though there is no one around I’m still embarrassing myself. 

I’ve stopped twice so far, once to give Penelope an apple and the other time to relieve 
myself. I think that was one of the most jarring things in this world, the difference in restrooms. 
There were no toilets, toilet paper is much different, and I can’t begin to talk about the 
atrociousness of chamber pots. 

I scream, it’s high pitched and sharp, cutting through the air. I’ve allowed myself to lower 
my guard and didn’t notice the sounds of hooves that were matching mine. A coarse potato bag 
has been shoved down over my head and I’ve been slung backwards away from Penelope and 
onto a second horse. I hear two voices speaking rapidly, and the added cover of the bag covers 
any chance I would have of distinguishing complete sentences. My ankle is throbbing once more 
even though it has almost healed and I still have no idea what is happening to me. Bandits, I 
guess. 

“Let go of me, right now!” I shout in outrage, “Who do you think you are?” 
We pull to the side of the road and I am shoved down from the horse and onto my knees. 


I flail around viciously but the hands on my shoulders remain clamped firmly. 


A second pair of hands rip the bag off me. The light takes me a moment to get readjusted to, but 
when I do three leering men are looking at me. 

“Well look at what we have here, she’s a fighter.” A fist connects with the side of my stomach 
and I fall to the floor. 

Ropes are strung around my wrists and I lie flat against the floor stuck and having no idea 
what to do. If I had had time to get to my bag I could’ve pulled out my knife and at least stood a 
challenge against them. 

“Go through her bag and grab anything of value, then we’ll take her off North with us and drop 
her off at the next biggest town where her arrival won’t draw a lot of attention. Maybe we can 
even sell her as a servant and make some good cash. Tie up her horse to one of ours, the horse 
will be too valuable to risk losing." The clear leader of the group barks orders to his fellow 
cronies. 

He has deeply tanned skin with evident signs of sun damage, thin lips, and thick 
eyebrows. While the other two are off following his orders his piercing blue eyes turn to face me. 
"Well aren't you a pretty little thing. I haven't gotten to have a fun time in a while." He licks his 
lips, menacingly. 

I recoil, letting out another defiant shriek. I had to get away from this creep. His hand 
slips down the top of my dress and bile rises up in my mouth as I'm helpless to stop it. His skin is 
coarse and rough, I swing my legs trying to move but I'm suck... just so stuck. I bite down hard 
on his wrist which has been pressing down against my shrieks for the past thirty seconds. He 
clenches down for a flash and I bellow in pain and outrage. Then he recoils his hand to slap me. 
"Good riddance, enough with you. You're no fun, and certainly not lady like." 


My cheek stings and my body shivers with disgust. What had I been thinking, surviving 


the countryside of Italy alone when I could've had Nico with me, I was an absolute idiot, that 
was for sure. I long for the inn and the comfort of community it had afforded me if only for a 
day. 

I gather all the spit in my mouth and just hawk the glob directly into his left eye. He 
wipes it from his face with a hand and stares at me in disbelief. 

"Lookie here, Captain!" The bigger of the two men runs back toward us fist clenching something 
small, and thankfully interrupting anything that would've transpired. "She's got a real pearl 
necklace, so many tiny pearls! We could sell this for millions of lira. We'll be set, loaded for 
life." He opens his palms and lets the necklace fall into the Captain's already outstretched hand. 
My heart beats at an ever rising pace, I'm flipped over now, my back is pressing against the cold 
hard ground causing a sharp rock to dig into my shoulder. I'm still completely immoble though, 
which does help the situation. 

The captain turns back to look at me, “What is a girl like you doing with millions of lira 
just hanging around in the form of a necklace. A bit stupid if you ask me, the second you lose the 
necklace you lose any way to pay for yourself. And unless I’m mistaken, You just lost the 
necklace.” His voice is a slow drawl and he has to force some of the words out. 

Think Audrey, Think. He obviously is a bit slow in the head, and a lot more proud of himself 
than one should be. He is looking for valuables mostly, and anything I would’ve had to offer him 
he has already taken. It’s not like I could overpower him physically, as I’ve just proven. But I am 
also tied up and at the mercy of all three of them. If I could manage to get them to let me ride on 
Penelope alone, then maybe I could stand a chance. She was strong and reliable, I just had to find 


a way to get to her. 


“Who are you people?” I choke out, being on my back with my hands underneath me seemed to 
be cutting off my air supply. 
“My name’s Phillip, came from England originally but me mum cast me out because I wasn’t as 
pretty as the rest of the lot.” He’s skinny like toothpick skinny, with a hooked nose, warty skin, 
and brown eyes that I couldn’t read. 
“Quiet, Phillip.” The captain hisses, “No need to give her any more information but ourselves 
than we already have.” 
“My bad, boss.” Phillip bows his head in apology. 

I could fight Phillip in a fight easily, I often had in the past. There had been an academy 
where I was trained along with the other girl, Rose, we had fought each other every day for a 
week to prepare ourselves for what was to come. I knew the ways that one could swing someone 
else's arm around to break it, or jab someone’s neck to knock their air supply out. But it would 
only work if my hands were free. 
“Enough with the chit chat, we should get out of here. Try to get at least halfway to Ferarra 
before stopping again. I don’t know who this girl is, but we can’t be sure that someone won’t 
notice that she’s gone.” The bigger of the two lackeys says, looking at the captain for approval. 
With a flash the back of a rifle has connected with the side of my head, I’m dizzy and suddenly 


my surroundings switch. 


“Go low, aim for the neck, ribs, and eyes. Try to see if you can sweep out her legs.” My father 
barks. 
We have been at this all day and sweat is running down my face. Every step I take feels sticky, 


but I need to train. It would be foolish of me to quit, to enter the past without proper technique 


and training. If Rose was to keep going then so was I, we were the same age after all. I duck low 
and swoop in with both arms flipping her over to her back. I smile defiantly as I place a foot on 
her chest. 

“Do you surrender?” I press just a little bit harder. 

She nods her head once, slowly. 

I throw her my hand and she jumps easily to her feet. Her eyes flash mischievously and I 
immediately recognize my mistake. My father had told me time and time again that I could never 
let down my guard, there was no fair not rules. I couldn t expect them to be polite. She kicks me 
straight in the stomach and I heave, all the air knocked out of me. I stagger back trying to get a 
hold of the situation once more. She darts, pushing my wrist against my back and forcing my arm 
in an unnatural position. I hit her thigh with my knee, and she stumbles letting go of my arm if 
only for a second but that is all I need. 

A jab twice at each of her shoulders makes contact with her muscles and they fall limp. A weird 
sensation will be going down her arm right about now and she wont have mobility for at least 
the next thirty seconds. She gapes at me and bows her head in definitive defeat. 

My father sees it too and motions for us to come grab some water. Francesco brings out a platter 
of sandwiches, small bags of chips, and containers of berries. 

“Eat, rest, if only for a moment. Appreciate this opportunity while you have it, you will not be so 
lucky when the time comes for you to go back.” He opens his arms out wide at the ample spread. 
“Good fight,” I nod at Rose. “You are a fair competitor, and you keep my toes. “ 

She laughs, “Soon enough you will be on your butt, don t expect I'll allow you to stand during 


, 


the next fight. Too much of a strategic advantage.’ 


Chapter Five 


I sit up groggily, trying to get a sense of my surroundings. I’m in a small tent with no 
floor, the grass is damp under my finger tips. Voices are coming in from outside, but I can 
discern any full words. My head is painfully throbbing and a small unicorn bump has appeared at 
the top of my scalp. My hands were still tied up, but the knot had been loosened slightly to afford 
me some comfort in my forced slumber. Despite this, I could feel the harsh red lines caused by 
the ropes and the small cuts that grew ever slightly bigger every time I moved. 

"Do you think she's up yet?" What sounds like Phillip wonders, "It's been ages and we really 
should be going." 

A patter of footsteps follow these words and the tent flap is ripped open. Light pours 
everywhere and I blink furiously trying to adjust as quickly as possible. 

"Rise and shine, you've slept in long enough." The unnamed one smiles maniacally revealing one 
missing front tooth. 

I do my best not to wince by his looks and especially not the way his hand pinches 
against my skin as I'm dragged out. The other two are gathered around the ashes of a fire, the 
four horses tied to a tree within eyesight. 

"I’m worried about her being valuable, considering the amount of pearls she had on her. 
Wouldn't it be better if we just got rid of her here and take her stuff. We'll still make off richer 


than we've ever been." The one that dragged me out asks. 


"Dante! You want to be the murder of a girl?" Phillip exclaims in disgust. "We've done a lot of 
horrid things but we haven't ever stooped so low." 
"Quiet Phillip, I think Dante is on to something here. It would work out for us better if we didn't 
have another mouth to feed and deal with. That makes it a majority of us, and we might as well 
do it fast. We've dwindled here for too long as it is." 

His rifle flicks up fast to my forehead and the cold point is digging into my skin. He's 
clearly mentally unhinged and wouldn't hesitate for a second to press the trigger. I can feel my 
hands starting to shake even in my binding. Phillip's eyes are creased in worry and shock but I 


can tell he knows that his authority is overridden in this matter. 


A bullet fires and I flinch in shock. Blood covers my front, and weight presses against my 
legs. It's the captain's head, a bullet hole ripping from one ear right out to the other. I scream, 
Phillip and Dante just stare at me in shock. Finally it clicks in their brains what happened and 
they whirl around in unison. I see the shooter at the same time as they do, it's Nico. Thank 
goodness, but what was he doing there? Dante is pulling out his gun while Phillip ducks for 
cover. I had to stop Dante from shooting Nico, he was too far in the open to be safe. I throw 
myself at him but not before he has time to fire once. I hear Nico scream before I see him fall. 
Shit. 

What the hell was happening, I couldn't focus if he was alright. Dante was struggling 
underneath me and it was a miracle I had been able to keep him on the floor for so long. I knee 
him once in the balls and he lets out a guttural groan, and yet it only delays him for a moment. 


His fist connects with the side of my skull and suddenly he's the one on top of me. The only good 


side of this is it's put Dante's gun right next to my head. I reach over with my hand, bring it down 
on his head. First once, then twice, and then I can't seem to stop. 

All I can think about is how he shot Nico, how the Captain touched me last night, and 
every other horrific thing that has happened to me over the last few days. I was just so angry and 
done with it all. I just wanted to go home. 

That's when I realize how far I've gone. There is a dent, a literal tennis ball sized hole in 
his skull. It's as if the whole thing has caved in, because of me. I push him off me and he rolls 
off. Dead. Most definitely dead. Most definitely dead because of me. 

I killed someone. And not only that, it wasn't the first person I've killed either. How could I 
forget about the poor women in the Osteria either. The way her eyes had been drained of life but 
she had been forced to keep living. Vs Dante who was full of life and I took it all from him 
without warning. Not that he had been a good person but he could have had a family that cared 
about him. Friends too. Not anymore. Speaking of which I had a friend that cared about me and I 
was probably dying because of it. I had to help him, hopefully my tackle had been able to knock 
the bullet off course at the least. I run across the long grass, almost tripping off my long skirt. 
"Nico? Are you okay?!" I hurry to his side and realize that he has already started to press a cloth 
to quench the bleeding. 

There's a lot of blood, on his chest, on his arm, on his hands, on his face. It's sickening, oh my 
god he was going to die because of me. 

"Yeah, a little banged up but all in all no worse for wear. You managed to get in the way of his 
aim and the bullet just hit me in the arm." He croaks, "I'll be fine, we just need to get out of 


here." 


I rip a long strand of my dress and wrap it around severely, squeezing to make it secure. He bites 
his lip in agony. 
"What happened to the other two guys?" He asks meekly, "I didn't have time to get a shot before 
I fell down." 
Just then a footstep sounds to my right, I whirl around fists bared. It's Phillip, his hands are 
thrown up in surrender. His eyes flick around in panic, he's not holding a gun and to be honest he 
looks apologetic more than anything else. 
"I come in peace, miss. Me friends are dead and I'd be right stupid if I tried to fight you. Well 
suppose I could win but then what would I even do next. If we work together we can still make it 
to Ferarra by nightfall tonight. Even with my added protection it's not safe to be on the roads past 
dark." His voice is cracking with the evident grief of losing two of his closest friends. 
"What about Nico, the person that your friend shot before I could stop him. He'll bleed out in a 
few hours if we don't do something." My words are all too interlaced with unkempt panic. 
Nico sits up straighter only for his entire face to fall ghostly white. He shakes his head and lies 
down, I check his bandage and notice with relief that it has not bled through yet. That was at 
least some good news, if the bleeding was already slowing that perhaps the gunshot had been 
more like a graze after all. 
"I have bandages and a couple ointments down at the tent. You can use all that you want, I've 
seen and received similar wounds before. Trust me it looks worse than it actually is." 
A thought springs to my head and my gaze fixes on Nico once more, "What the hell are you even 
doing here. How did you know where I was or when to save me?" 

He chuckles even through his pain. "My father warned me that it was too dangerous for 


you to be traveling alone and I should follow back and keep an eye on you. Besides, he wanted 


to see if Ferarra was opening their doors at all, the Inn’s business has been a bit lacking if you 
hadn't't noticed. All in all it was supposed to be a win-win until you got kidnapped. Anyway 


that's a story for a different time. Let's trust this man, at least for now. 


We arrive at Ferarra just less than an hour before nightfall. Penelope and the other horses 
we took from the encampment are absolutely exhausted. The walls surrounding the place are 
ominous and the guards barely blink an eye when we ride up asking to be admitted. I tell Nico 
and Phillip that I'll do the talking since Nico is exhausted and the bullet graze is just starting to 
heal and while Phillip is slowly proving himself I still just don't trust him enough. 

"What business do you have here? We are not open to visitors or guests anymore. Unless you 
have a direct relative inside our walls you must go immediately." The soldier wears a large 
helmet that masks his entire face. 

"My mother sent me here as she was passing, she said it would be a safe place to ride out the rest 
of this conflict." I begin the story we had spun on the ride over that was hoping to gain some 
empathy. 

"Does she have a relative inside these walls that you can prove your relation to?" 

"Well no..." I hedge. 

"Then you must be off, it's not safe for me to be talking to you even as we are now." He gestures 


at the space between us. 


I stare at the space in shock, I was a good 8 feet from him on horseback. The looming 
wall raised 30 feet up only a stone's throw past us. There was plenty of a gap between all of us 
posing little to no risk to him. He had to be delusional or something. 

"But wait," an idea springs to my head at the last possible moment. "I need to talk to someone by 
the name of Edward Ricci." 

The soldier looks at me and then back at his group. They murmur for a minute before turning 
back around to me. 

"If you know Edward as you say you do, and he vouches for you, then you may stay here. But 
only you, the other two will have to go on their way." 

I look back at them, Phillip I did not care so much about and it looked as though he did 
care about Ferarra as well. As for Nico his eyes were bent in worry for me but I knew as long as 
I would be safe he wouldn't mind parting ways. Afterall the intent hadn't been for him to stay 
here, he had to get back to his father and report the news that Ferarra was in fact not open for 
business. 

"It's a deal, can you bring him to the gates?" The soldier only nods his head. 

A few minutes pass as a messenger from the group goes back inside the walls and fetches 
the man. I had no idea what to expect, whether he knew I was coming or would be just as 
confused as I was as to why I know his name. I've all but lost myself in my thoughts when the 
man walks up. He has thick, orderly brown hair, a dark blue shirt, and eyes that seemed to pierce 
my soul. He seems so familiar and yet I don't know where I met him. 


"Audrey, Is that you?" He asks as soon as he sees me. 


I slide off my horse and step forward almost memorized by the authority he seems to hold 
even over this small group of people. My head nods once but I utter no words. I look back once 
at Nico and smile reassuringly before walking over to Edward Ricci. 


"Come then, we have much to discuss.” 


The End 


